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\\elfare Fireworks Fizzle on House Floor 


GOP Fails to Rise to Democrats ’ Baiting on Routine Amendments 

By Giiy Guglibtta 


Washington Post Staff Writer 

It was midafternoon yesterday 
when Rep. Sam Gibbons (D-Fla.) 
blew his stack again, but this time it 
was not the high octane rhetoric of 
the welfare debate that had gotten 
on his nerves. 

Quite the opposite. 

“I think this is about the most tep- 
id debate I have seen in years,” Gib- 
bons said, as the House lurched 
through a series of dreary “perfect- 
ing amendments” to welfare reform. 
“I think there are 12, no, 14 mem- 
bers on the floor, out of 435, for . . . 
a piece of legislation that takes about 
$70 billion dollars from poor chil- 
dren.” 

“Does the gentleman want fire- 
works?” responded Rep. Pat Roberts 
(R-Kan.). “If the gentleman wants 
fireworks, we can provide Roman 
candles and cherry bombs.” 

The gentleman did want fire- 
works, but as the House debated for 
the third day a historic revision of 
the welfare system, the resentment 
and spite that have exploded on the 
House floor seethed fitfully with only 
brief eruptions. 

Until welfare reform, the GOP’s 
“Contract With America” legislation 
had sailed along almost on cruise 
control in the House, picking up sig- 
nificant Democratic support for ma- 
jor bills on regulatory reform, the 
line-item veto, unfunded mandates 
and the balanced budget. 

But in going after the nation’s 
troubled we^Eare programs, the Re- 
publicans have assaulted the Demo- 
crats where they live. 

The Republicans know it, and 
they are saying so. 

The Democrats are locked into 
“the failed status quo,” Ways and 
Means Committee Chairman Bill Ar- 
cher (D-Tex.) said late yesterday. “I 


have a message for them— let it go, 
let it go, let it go.” 

And it hurts. 

“Is this bill anti-minority?” Rep. 
Charles B. Rangel (D-N.Y.) asked 
rhetorically. “No. This bill is anti- 
poor, anti-disabled, anti-immigrant, 
anti-elderly, anti-drug addict, anti- 
anybody who can’t get a lobbyist in 
here in a hurry.” 

Welfare reform, as conceived by 
the House GOP majority in its Con- 
tract With America, would modify 
about 40 venerable social programs 
and roll most of them into five block 
grants to states. 

The $66 billion in savings would 
be used in a tax cut to benefit busi- 
nesses and families with incomes up 
to $200,000. 

For Democrats, the GOP’s wel- 
fare reform is anathema, a cruel plot 
that takes a meat ax to 60 years of 
New Deal and Great Society legisla- 
tion, puts thousands of poor people 
at risk and gives the savings to cor- 
porate fat cats and rich people. 

“I don't blame the Republicans for 
wanting to duck on this bill,” Gib- 
bons told the mostly empty cham- 
ber. “I know they’re embarrassed 
that they had to bring this dog to the 
floor. It’s a travesty.” 

But the Republicans would not 
fight, at least not them That did not 
mean, however, that they were 
backing down. 

“It is true that welfare reform is a 
major change in philosophy,” Rules 
Committee Chairman Gerald B.H. 
Solomon (R-N.Y.) said in an inter- 
view. “But the Democrats have 
proven to be wrong.” 

For the GOP, welfare reform is 
about cost-cutting, getting the feder- 
al government out of programs that 
should be left to states and creating 
a welfare system that gets people off 
the public dole instead of keeping 
them there for generations. 

“I don’t think that we Republicans 


are going to be blamed for being 
mean-spirited and non-compassion- 
ate,” Solomon said. 

“What’s compassionate about put- 
ting a $4 trillion debt on our grand- 
children? What’s compassionate 
about continuing failed programs?” 
he asked. 

Still, there was plenty of pressure. 
Shortly after 12:30 p.m., a small 
group of demonstrators led by Na- 
tional Organization for Women Pres- 
ident Patricia Ireland walked up the 
Capitol steps, strode to the center of 
the Rotunda, raised placards and 
shouted slogans decrying the GOP’s 
“devastating attack on poor women 
and children.” 

After three warnings, Capitol po- 
lice handcuffed Ireland and four oth- 
er demonstrators and led them away 
to the cheers of their associates and 
the stares of scores of tourists. 

For Ways and Means Ranking Mi- 
nority member Gibbons, who intro- 
duced some of the Great Society leg- 
islation as a young congressman in 
the 1960s, playing defense on wel- 
fare has proved to be a bitter pill. 

Bombarded by Republican catcalls 
during tumultuous debate Wednes- 
day, Gibbons shouted into the mael- 
strom “Will you get these highly paid 
members to sit down and shut up. 
You all sit down sit down and shut 
up. Sit down and shut up.” 

But yesterday, forced to sit 
through a numbing series of amend- 
ments so noncontroversial most of 
them never came to a vote, Gibbons 
could not get the GOP to rise to the 
bait. 

These “nothing amendments,” he 
said, were “deliberately done to bore 
the audience to death and the mem- 
bers to death, so they would have no 
opportunity to make any important 
decisions.” 

He waited for a response, heard 
none, and stalked off. 



